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A number of circumstances combined to shape Cumming's personality and 
to make him a part of tbat larger poetic movement we know as modemism. His 
environment -his family and the atmospbere of tbe place wbere he grew up- had 
much to do with it. Richard Kennedy has shown in his biography of E.E. 
Cummings how he was encouraged, from a very early age, to write and draw, 
and the influence his parents, especially his father, had on bim. Dr. Edward 
Cummings was an imposing person, a self-made man who taugbt at Harvard, 
among other tbings, and wbo "displayed a strong individualistic drive for bis son 
to emulate." 1 Cummings acknowledged the lasting impression bis fatber caused 
him and tbe influence both his parents had on bim in nonlectures one and two. 
Another step, also of great consequence, in this forrnative process was bis 
formal education. He attended Harvard from 1911until1916 and bis interest in 
Iiterature and the arts in general was tbere reinforced by his curricular activities 
as much as by his extracurricular ones. Among the forrner were his studies of 
ancient and foreign languages. Of special significance was his introduction to 
Keats, after whom Cummings would sbape his own ideal "of tbe poet as the 
tortured genius whom society rejects or alienates, a view wbich he held for one 
reason or another for the rest of his life." 2 
1. Richard. S. Kennedy, Dreams in the Mirror: A Biography of E.E. Cummings (New York: 
Líveright Publishing Corporation. 1980) 34. 
2. Kcnnedy 55. 
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But no lcss important were his extracurricular activities. At Harvard he met 
many people who were to remain his friends throughout ali his life. Sorne of 
them, whom he mentioned in nonlecture three -significantly entitled "i & 
selfdiscovery"- were Scofield Thayer, J. Sibley Watson, Stewart Mitchell, John 
Dos Passos, S. Foster Damon, Theodore Millcr. 1 With them, or through them, 
Cummings was acquainted with the new artistic movements. He became familiar 
with the new conception about the arts and its manifestations in poetry, painting, 
music and sculpture. He discovered the magazine Poerry: he visited the famous 
Armory show in Boston in 1913; generally speaking, bis eyes were opencd to a 
new exciting and dynamic world. 
Foremost among all these interests and activities which he shared with his 
friends was his own writing. Charles Nonnan has remarked that during this 
period "Cummings was writing a great deal, while paying cnough attention to his 
studies to graduate with honors." 4 His poems were published in both of Harvard's 
literary periodicals, The Harvard Advocate and The Harvard Monthly. From 1913 
he was also a member of the board of editors of The HwTard Monthly. 
Nonnan has pointed out that by 1915 sorne of Cummings's characteristic 
phrases already appeared in his poems. 5 Al the same time his ideas about art and 
his attitude towards experimentation were also quite well established, as can be 
seen in his essay "The New Art," which he wrote as a class assignment in 1915, 
and which he later used as the basis of the commencement address that he 
delivered in June 1915 at bis class graduation ceremonies. In his address Cumrnings 
drew parallels between music, painting, sculpture and poetry and he attacked 
critics for their abuse of Cubism and Futurism: "In each of these new arts , there 
is a clearly discernible evolution from models; in none is there any trace of that 
abnorrnality, or incoherence, which the casual critic is fond of making the subject 
of tirades against the new order." 6 He concluded by expressing his faith in the 
value of experimentation: "how much of all this is really Art? The answer is: we 
do not know. The great men of the future will most certainly profit by the 
experimentation of the present period." 7 
After his graduation Cummings stayed in university for one more year. In 
1916 he received an M.A. and left Harvard at last. At this moment carne the final 
stage of his development. It was the moment when he discovered New York and 
3. E.E. Cummings. i: six 11011/ectures (Camhridge. Massachusclls: Harvar<l UP. 1953) 5. 
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Paris, which were to affect him profoundly. He had finally arrived at selfdiscovery: 
"After this moment, the question "who am I?" is answered by what 1 write -in 
other words, 1 become my writing: and my autobiography becomes the exploration 
of my stance as a writer." 8 
Cummings's individualism appears in his writings explicitly and implictly. 
In other words. it is reflected in his subject matter, his themes, and in his style 
and techniques. Both aspects of his writing were developed quite early. His 
career, as John Unterecker remarked, was a "lifetime reworking of a very early 
established set of fundamentally unchanging perceptions and techniques." 9 
As far as his poetic style is concemed, most of its basic traits could already 
be seen in his first book, published jointly with seven fellow students, which 
appeared in 1917. The volume, Eight Harvard Poets, was an anthology of sorne 
of the poets who had been publishing regularly in Harvard's literary periodicals. 
The idea was suggested by Stewart Mitchell, and each of the eight contributors 
-among them Mitchell himself, Damon, Dos Passos, etc.- selected a few of his 
own poems for inclusion. Although the book did not appear until late 1917, the 
collection had been compiled by fall 1916. 
Cummings contributed eight poems. Four of them were sonnets, and were 
not especially remarkable. The other four, however, showed Cummings's 
distinctive characteristics: they were in free verse, and Cummings made already 
use of such devices as particular spatial arrangements, an unconventional system 
of capitalization and lack of punctuation. A few lines from one of these poems, 
entitled "Crepuscule," show the extent of his innovations: 
1 will take the sun in my mouth 
and leap into the ripe air 
Ali ve 
with closed eyes 
to dash against darkness. 10 
Another of Cummings's trademarks. his use of the pronoun "i", was also 
tried. Norman affirms -relying exclusively on Cummings's say-so- that this device 
was used in ali poems 11 ; Kennedy, on the other hand, maintains that it was only 
used in "Crepuscule." 12 Be it as it may, the fact is that his startling innovation 
8. Cummings. i: six 11011/cctures 4. 
9. John Unerecker, prcface, E.E. Cummi11gs: A11 /11 troductio11 to 1he Pol'try. by Rushworth M. 
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did not appear in the published book: someone corrected it, and the "i" was 
capitalized. I think the detail is significan! for two reasons: firstly because, as I 
have said, it was the first time that Cummings tried out this contrivance; and 
secondly because it illustrates the difficulties that C ummings encountered 
rhroughout most of his career to have his work published in its original fonn, 
without the editors' interferences. 
Cummings was therefore putting into practice his ideas before 1916. But he 
was to state them explicitly for the first time in 1920. In the second issue of The 
Dial, which appeared in February 1920, he published his essay "Gaston Lachaise." 
In it he exprcssed his contempt for insincerity and superficiality, and he praised 
the sculptor for his originality. He scomed "the Gentleman Dealers in Secondhand 
Thoughts" 13 calling them "the only very great sinners." 14 And he also put forth 
his notion of the poet as a special man, with a special destiny: "the man who by 
the gods has been fated to express himself will succeed in expressing himself in 
spite of ali schools ... the greatest artist is the man whom no school can kili." 15 
Another of his ideas appears in this essay too: he points out the corrupting 
influence of civilization, which has the effect of killing the uniqueness of the 
individual. Civilization pushes the individual towards conformity and uniforrnity, 
therefore stripping him of his very individuali ty. Cummings favours naturalness, 
which is reflected in a type of "unselfconscious expression, that of the child who 
has not yet inherited the centuries ... " 16 In child art, Cummings writes, "objects 
are depicted notas nouns but as verbs." 17 Thc opposition between nouns and verbs 
is yet another recurrent idea of Cummings 's, who stands for the dynamism, 
vitality and potential to change, that verbs represent. 
Thc basic aspects of Cummings' s creed. so to speak, are evident in this 
critica! essay . His thinking is here considerably more elaborate than it was four 
ycars before. when he left college, although in the main there are no substantial 
variations. In that interval, however, Cummings had been through an experience 
of cons iderable importance, which had the effect of strengthening his 
individualistic bias and his dislike, if not outright rejection, of authority. I am 
referring to his participation in the First World War as a driver in the Norton-
Harjes Ambulance Corps, which ended when he was arrested by the French 
authorities and imprisoned in a concentration camp on suspicions of treason. The 
confinement )asted for three months. 
Cummings left an enlightening record of this experience in his book The 
Enormous Room. where he set down his impressions about the ordeal and the 
13. Cummings, A Misce/la11y, 24. 
14. Cummings, A Misce//a11y, 24. 
15. Cummings,A Misce//a11y, 16. 
16. Cummings, A Miscellany, 18. 
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reflections prompted by it. The Enormous Room is a remarkable novel in many 
ways. For one thing it is a work that defies classification. It could be described as 
a war novel, or as an autobiographical prison text -like Le dernier jour d' un 
condamné a mort- were it not for the fact that it subverts !hose sub-genres ' 
conventions. Another fact which makes The Enormous Room even more 
remarkable is that it is an affirmative and even funny book, despite its subject 
matter and its setting which would appear to be pretty grim by any standards: 
"Written as a protest against the stupidity and brutality of officialdom", Isidor 
Schneider wrote, "it affirms the dignity and beauty of the mankind whom the 
state opposes ... " IH The style, the choice of tone, is what makes the novel funny. 
Cummings's language lightens his subject matter: he can point out the comic 
aspec ts and the ironies of a rather depressing experience. He achieves these 
effects by a skillful juxtaposition of serious and light tone, of the rhetorical and 
the colloquial language, that he employs from the very beginning. Cummings 
also shows his ability to render common speech, as in the following passage in 
which he portrays with irony the section leader, a narrow-minded man with 
preconceived ideas: 
I doughno what 's th' matter with you fellers. You look like nice boys. Well-
edjucated. But you're so dirty in your habits. You boys are always kickin' 
because I don 't put you on a car together. I'm ashamed to do it, that's why. 
I doughtwanta give this section a black eye. We gotta show these lousy 
Frenchmen what Americans are. We gotta show we're superior to ' em. 
Those bastards doughno what a bath means. And you fellers are always 
hangin • 'round, talkin • with them dirty frog-eaters. 19 
But the apparent lightness does not obscure the underlying significance of 
the situation. It throws into relief the hypocrisy and contradictions of any kind of 
authority. The French govemment and the American army, purporting to be 
enemies of tyranny, harass the individual. Those who do not conform to the 
ru les, to the general mould, are persecuted. Thus, the French govemment throws 
into prison a group of harmless people, "sorne of the finest people of the 
world," 20 for the only reason that they are unique: "For who was eligible to la 
Ferté? lthe prison where Cummings was confined]. Anyone whom the police 
could find in the Jovely country of France (a) who was not guilty of treason (b) 
who could not pro ve that he was not guilty of treason." 21 
J 8. lsidor Schneider, Co111e111po , April 5, 1933; quoted in Nomrnn 33. 
19. E.E. Cummings, The Enormous Room (New York : Liveright Publishing Corporation, 1950) 
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It is obvious to Cummings that his fellow prisoners are no more a threat to 
the security of the state than he is; they are merely scapegoats, so to speak, who 
fall in disgrace because they stand out from the rest of the people. If anything 
made imprisonment more bearable to Cummings it was the conviction that, upon 
entering the enormous room, he had exchanged "a considerable mass of two 
legged beings for a number of extremely interesting individuals." 22 Bearing that 
in mind it is not difficult to understand why most of the novel consists of 
descriptions of people: sorne of them despicable, most of them admirable. 
Among the former are ali the policc and prison officials, persons who cannot 
be distinguished from one another, like those who arrest Cummings, described 
successively as "two neat soldiers with tin derbies", then "tin-derby-the-first" 
and finally " t-d" 23; or like thc Surveillant, a prison official who is merely an 
"obedient and negative cog ... in the machine of decomposition." 24 By becoming 
a mere part of the machine, they lose their individuality. 
As for the ones to be admired, they are simple people who share Cummings 's 
misfortunes and who deserve recognition for their uniqueness. Cummings singles 
out four of his companions for special praise. These four are specially rcmarkable; 
he calls them the Delectable Mountains, and describes thcm in greater detail.The 
four Delectable Mountains are The Wanderer, Zulu, Surplice and Jean Le Negre. 
In the description of Zulu, Cummings once again resorts to the idea of the verb 
as a symbol of vitality, of the very human essence, which most persons -being 
"two legged beings" rather than human beings- lack. Cummings calls Zulu an 
"IS" 25 : this is the highest praise that Cummings can bestow on anybody. An "IS" 
is a natural man, spontaneous and alive -a free soul. 
We come at last to the poems in which the theme of individualism is 
prominent. There are many examples: celebrations of individuality and of !ove 
are the main lines that run through Cummings's poetry, along with the expression 
of a delight in nature and of the joy of living. 
The poems which deal with individualism are almost without exception 
satires, and they range in tone from gentle, good-natured mockery to the most 
ruthless, savage attacks on the evils and corruption of society. Sorne of them 
center on a positive figure. The character in these cases is a positive example, an 
embodiment of sorne desirable, worthy qualities. They usually respond to the 
non-hero archetype, mcn whose fate is to be set as ide, if not trampled upon and 
destroyed, by an impersonal, machine-like society that is unable to understand 
them or appreciate their value. This fatc. coupled in most cases with their attitude 
22. Cummings. The Enormous Room 95. 
23. Cummings. The Enormous Room 10-12. 
24. Cummings, The Enormous Room 121. 
25 . Cummings. The Enormous Room 186. 
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towards it, their moral courage, lends them a heroic stature. They are the ones 
who do not compromise, the ones who do not renounce their convictions and are 
willing to suffer for them. 
The other poems, in contrast to the former ones, are direct attacks on certain 
kinds of people, who represent the more negative aspects of human nature, or on 
society as a whole. Politicians, advertisers, fake artists, policemen and high-
ranking military meo are sorne of the classes of people that Cummings despises 
and resents. 
An example of the first kind of poem is "nobody loses all the time." ~<> The 
speaker tells the story of a simple man, uncle Sol, "who was a bom failure". The 
anecdote is mildly amusing: a man who could not make any of his businesses 
succeed until he died, when he was buried "and started a worm farm," which 
prcsumably did not fail. Apart from this ironic end the comic effect is achieved 
by meaos of mixing the colloquial language, even the slang, with a formal, at 
times archaic language: following "highfalootin" appears "to wit"; preceding 
"scrumptious" is the phrase "upon the auspicious occasion of his decease," which 
not only contrasts with "scrumptious" but also holds a surprising interna! irony, 
since we would hardly expect death to be described as an auspicious occasion. In 
a way it suggests that dying was the best thing that could happen to uncle Sol, in 
vicw of his repeated failures. 
In "i sing of Olaf glad and big" 27 the story is not amusing anymore. It is a 
strongly antimilitary poem, which shows the inhuman character of the system. 
The anny, from the lowest to the highest ranks, from the "firstclassprivates" 
through officers to the president himself, sets about the task of destroying a man 
who refuses to bend to its pressure. Olaf's only sin is to be opposed to violence, 
and the army cannot tolerate this unpardonable weakness, since it is an attack on 
the very nature of the army. 
The stylc again is a blend of formality, colloquialism, obscenity, archaism: 
our presiden!, being of which 
assertions duly notified 
threw the yellowsonofabitch 
into a dungeon, where he died 
The poem is remarkable for its sharp, derogatory descriptions of the military 
men. of intolerant, authoritarian attitudes -the colonel a "trig / westpointer most 
succinctly bred"; the officers "a yeaming nation's blueeyed pride" -who contrast 
26. E.E. Cummings, Selected Poems 1923-1951-1 (London: Faber and Faber. 1958) 13. 
27. Cummings, Selected Poems 1923-1958 25. 
44 Juan José Cor Girón 
with Olafs helplessness and pasiveness. Despite being subjected to the most 
barbarie treatment Olaf does not renounce his convictions, he continues to stand 
by his ideals, without resenting his torturers: to the abuse he only "responds, 
without getting annoyed / «l will not kiss your f.ing flag.»" 
Olaf's attitude is the same attitude that Cummings had in The Enormous 
Room. Cummings could have avoided detention if he had only given his 
interrogator the answers he wanted to hear. Instead he chose to answer truthfully 
knowing perfectly well what would be the result. Likewise Olaf acts and speaks 
according to his beliefs. He chooses to be true to himself and is fully prepared to 
take the consequences; between physical and moral destruction he chooses the 
former as the lesser evil. Because of his unfaltering courage and fidelity to 
himself he emerges as the moral víctor. 
Another example of this type of poems is "this mind made war." zx In this 
instance the individual harassed by society is the poet, and he too resists ali 
efforts of the majority to change him. The poet is completely the opposite of 
society as a collective, uniform entity. He is a mind anda heart, whereas the rest 
of society is made up of unminds and unhearts; he is generous, they are 
ungenerous. They shit on him; he shruggs off their abuse, and Jaughs and keeps 
on daring when everybody else "must fear / because and why." The poet is at 
war with all the forces which try to crush his uniqueness. He is utterly alone, but 
he is also the only free man, the only one who is truly alive, because he is 
concerned with things "beyond because. '' This is probably his most salient 
characteristic: he forgets reason in favour of intuition, and that is what makes 
him ultimately free. 
Cummings denounces society in the same manner in "of ali the blessings 
which to man." 29 Society is described asan "animal without a heart", a "collective 
pseudobeast." In this abominable society there is no room for variation: it is the 
"'land of supernod," of sameness and monotony. 
The uniform, herd-like behaviour of men is criticized again in "when serpents 
bargain for the right to squirm." 'º Cummings compares human behaviour with 
nature and concludes that human behaviour is unparalleled and is therefore not 
natural. Animals instinctively act with one goal only, their own individual survival 
-each one for himself. Cummings seems to suggest that this kind of animal 
egoism is the natural, right way to act. The poem, however, is open to another 
interpretation which qualifies the previous one. 
This alternative interpretation, that would change significantly the meaning 
28. Cummings, Selected Poems 1923-1958 33. 
29. Cummings, Se/ecred Poems 1923-1958 5 1. 
30. Cummings, Selected Poems 1923- 1'!58 70. 
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of the poem, is suggested by lines 4-5: "when every thrush may sing no new 
moon in/ if ali screech-owls have not okayed his voice." The difference is that 
Cummings could be proposing that utterly individualistic course of action only in 
relation to artistic matters. The artist should be exclusively concerned with trying 
to attain the highest possible limit of his artistic expression, disregarding any 
other consideration or the result of his action. This interpretation seems to be 
consistent with Cummings 's thinking. He expressed much the same idea in his 
article "Is Something Wrong?", first published in 1945 -"when serpents ... " 
appeared in 1950- and in which he said: "when you confuse art with propaganda, 
you confuse an act of God with something which can be turned on and off like 
the hot water faucet. .. You confuse freedom -the only freedom- with absolute 
tyranny." ' 1 And he expressed the same view again seven years later in one ofhis 
Harvard nonlectures: "One thing, however, does always concem this individual 
«the artist»: fidelity to himself." 32 
Many of the beliefs and ideas that Cummings brings forth in the previous 
poems are surnmed up in "POEM, OR BEAUTY HURTS MR. YINAL,"-13 arela-
tively early work. Published in 1926 it is a fierce attack on pseudo-poetry and 
pseudo-poets. Cummings resorts here to the language of advertising, to brand-
names and slogans. to popular patriotic songs and clichés. In so doing he gives a 
bleak view of a country that has been made totally uniform by the cornmercial 
interests. He then links this situation with the condition of sorne poetry in the 
United States. In his opinion, sorne examples of so-called poetry are mere rubbish 
posing as ''divine poesy". They are just another comrnercial product, mass-pro-
duced. The fake poets reduce Art to a formula; there is no spontaneity, no 
vi tality, no originality: 
... And there 're a 
hun-dred-mil-lion-oth-ers, like 
all of you successfully if 
delicately gelded (or spaded) 
There is, as these lines clearly indicate, no capacity to create, only to imitate 
what has already been created. Only a dead, dull language to convey dead, dull 
images and ideas. 
To Cummings this total Jack of audacity on the mock-poets ' side is a 
unforgiveable treason to poetry 's true function. For Cummings the poet is a 
special being, a man with a mission, who has a duty to himself. When the poet 
3 1. Cummings. A Miscc//a11y 321. 
32. Cummi ngs. i: six 11011/ectures 82. 
:n. Curnmings. Se/ected Poems 1923 ·1958 12. 
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renounces his uniqueness, when he gives up originality, and instead of looking 
for what there is worth expressing in the world and in himself he is content to 
walk on much trampled paths, he loses his right to be called a poet. A man who 
is satisfied writing what is expected of him, what he is told; a man who will be 
"perpetually crouched, quivering, upon the / stemly allotted sandpile" does not 
deserve the name of poet: he is merely a poetaster, a phony. 
I think that, from what l have said so far, it is clear that Cummings had 
indeed a very strong individualistic attitude, much in the vein of the Romantic 
poets. From a very early stage in his career he held the view that the poet has to 
strive hard to fulfil his task: "the Artist is no other than he who unleams what he 
has learned, in order to know himself, and the agony of the Artist... arises from 
his own personal struggle to discover, to appreciate and finally to express himself." 
'
4 Although the poet's duty is mainly to himself, l think there is also the idea that 
his efforts will benefit society as a whole. But society does not appreciate the 
poet's exertions. 
The fact that Cummings felt that his worth was underrated by society may 
have strengthened his individualism and nurtured a certain rcsentment against an 
uncomprehending, ungrateful society. Cummings received little attention from 
the public for a long time, and if he got attention from the critics it was more 
often than not in negative terms. For a long time he was not able to support 
himself, and had to rely heavily on his parents ' help to get by. He had trouble 
finding publishers, and when he found them he had to fight off their attempts to 
introduce changes in his work. 
In the beginning Cummings may not have been inclined to consider himself 
superior to the rest of the people. Burton Rascoe, reporting a conversation with 
Cummings that took place around 1924, says that Cummings scomed poets and 
artists "who get a shabby satisfaction out of thinking themselves superior to 
people who are able to adjust themselves to life." 3~ But as the years went by, and 
Cummings continued to be denied the recognition he felt was due him, his 
attitude started to change. He could sympathize wi th the simple man, with the 
individuals he knew -uncle Sol, Olaf, Goldberger in "i say no world", Sam in 
"rain or hail." But for the rest, those who are justa faceless blob, the masses, he 
felt contempt and despised them. There is a certain contradiction in Cumming's 
attitude, in his simultaneous admiration and scorn for the ordinary human beings. 
Little by little his arrogance, even elitism, grew out of proportion. A good examplc 
of this, I think, can be found in the introduction he wrote to his Col/ected Poems 
of 1938. 
For that reason Cummings has been justly criticized. Randall Jarrell wrote 
34. Cummings. A Miscella11y 193. 
35. Nonnan 205. 
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in 1954: "What I like least about Cummings's poems is their pride in Cummings 
and their contempt for most other people." )h lndeed Cummings takes the 
affirmation of his individualism so far that sometimes it is just an amazing 
conceit. The affirmation of his singularity becomes then an unreasoned, instinctive 
reaction; almost an act of childish defiance. The result is, as R.H. Pearce remarked, 
"a certain chest-pounding bravado" .H which <loes very little to improve the reader's 
opinion of the poet. 
Cummings finally began to be appreciated in the l 940s, and got the full 
rccognition he deserved in the l 950s. Kennedy thinks that there is a change in 
Cummings's outlook -moving towards a somewhat less egocentric attitude- from 
the mid- l 940s; and he ascribes the change to his growing reputation . . •x Cummings 
himself thought that around 1939 he had entered a new period in his career, in 
which he started moving towards a greatcr conccrn for human beings. w 
But he remained committed basically to no one but himself. As late as 1952. 
in his Harvard nonlectures, he said that the artist feels "as someone absolutely 
and totally alone from the beginning of the world: a solitary individual ... 
separated from everybody else ... " 40 and he is solely concerned ''with fidelity to 
himself." 4 1 In my opinion, that attitude, when taken to its extreme, can be 
loathsome. But it is only one aspee! of Cummings's character, and wc should not 
allow it to put us off his poetry, which is remarkable for other reasons. In 
general , it expresses a cheerful joy in nature, in the world, in love; an uplifting 
delight in life 's simple. sensuous -and sensual- pleasures. And it also made an 
important contribution to modero poetry in the style: his typographical 
arrangcments that add to the meaning of the poem as a whole and enrich it; his 
diction, his renovation of traditional mctrical pattems by using them to express 
new. modern thcmes and subjects. 
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